Introduction
Clothing retailing in the UK has become very competitive since the 'retail revolution' of the 1980s (Gardner and Sheppard, 1989) . In the late 1990s, a number of established high street businesses, such as Marks and Spencer (M&S) and Laura Ashley, once stalwarts in British retailing, began to experience falling profits. M&S's fortunes continued to make the news, as their performance throughout much of 2005 was quite poor: in July 2005, their sales fell by 5.4 percent, with clothing, especially women's wear, 'a key barometer of the company's health', falling by 9.2 percent.
practices of buyers, within the context of their role in framing and acting on fashion markets and critical input into the economic performance of the retail practice, have still to be unpacked. This article addresses itself to this absence in the literature and sets out to open up the 'black box' of fashion buying.
The aim of this article is two-fold: to examine the qualification and mediation of fashionable clothing by buyers. Taking the first idea, I want to examine the 'active and reflexive role of economic agents in the qualification of products' (Callon et al., 2005: 30) in their 'habitual and routine' (Negus, 2002: 509) working practices. In other words, I describe how, in their routine encounters, buyers are active in defining, shaping, transforming, qualifying and requalifying products. Through this qualification process buyers act upon markets -their selections resulting in the particular assemblage of products on the shop-floor that constitute fashionable clothing for their store at any particular time. Of course, the process of qualification does not stop there, since buyers monitor the effects of their decisions and, in due course, the results (in the form of sales figures) are monitored, digested and translated into the formal and informal knowledge that will form the basis of next season's buying. The circularity of this process is itself evidence of the way in which production and consumption are interlinked or interwoven precisely through the actions of buyers (and merchandisers).
However, the problem with this idea of qualification is that it tends to view the process as linear. To overcome this, I draw on Cronin's (2004) idea of 'multiple regimes of mediation', which emphasizes the many directions and mediations that take place between agents in their qualification of products. Drawing on this idea, I examine three critical encounters buyers have with products, suppliers and consumers. During these encounters, buyers mediate numerous interests, tastes and identities in the process of identifying and choosing goods to purchase, dealing with suppliers and making sense of, and coming to 'know', their customer(s). Focusing on these encounters allows for an 'expanded and nuanced definition of mediation' (Cronin, 2004: 352) to emerge and for a critical analysis of fashion buyers as 'cultural intermediaries' (Bourdieu, 1984) , whose work has hitherto not been examined.
On the face of it, fashion buyers are key cultural mediators between production and consumption in the fashion industry: through their selections they mediate the products set out by designers, selecting them on behalf of their imagined or 'virtual' consumer (Carrier and Miller, 1998) . However, while broadly speaking buyers can be said to move from production to consumption, this duality needs unpacking since neither production nor consumption are monolithic structures or discrete entities, but themselves complex processes that are critically interlinked. In recent years, there has been much interest in ideas of cultural mediation and in the work of 'cultural intermediaries', deriving from Bourdieu's (1984) influential work (e.g. Cronin, 2004; Featherstone, 1991; McFall, 2002; Nixon, 2003; Nixon and Crewe, 2004) . However, as Hesmondhalgh (2002) and others (du Gay and Nixon, 2002) have argued, the term has become rather too general, not least because of confusions in Bourdieu's definition and use of the term. Furthermore, the actual processes of mediation have tended to be overlooked in favour of analysis of the cultural identities of the mediators themselves, which as Cronin (2004: 351) notes, is important but 'only one element in the complex mix' that constitutes commercial practices. With little empirical work on fashion buying to draw upon, numerous questions have still to be answered: what does it mean to say that buyers are cultural intermediaries and what, precisely, do they mediate -clothing, fashion trends, aesthetics, taste? As I do not have the space to look at all these mediations, I focus particular attention not only on the way buyers select clothes, but how they might be said to mediate taste in their encounters with products, suppliers and consumers.
I begin with a brief introduction to my case study, the London store Selfridges, and the methodology of the study. I then move on to examine the qualification and mediation of clothing through analysis of buying processes. Through this analysis, I want to suggest how buyers' qualifications are critical to the operations of the retail practice in positioning itself as a high-fashion department store, returning, inevitably, to the issue of attachment.
Case Study and Methodology
The ethnographic fieldwork, which forms the basis of this article, was conducted between March and September 2002 in the women's wear department at Selfridges on Oxford Street in London. Selfridges has had a colourful history within UK retailing. Having started out as a new and exciting store in 1909 under the proprietorship of Harry Gordon Selfridge, by the 1970s and 1980s it was languishing as an old-fashioned, staid department store until the appointment of Vittorio Radice as executive director, who transformed it, once more, into a 'cutting-edge' retail establishment, noted not only for its high-fashion products but lively retail environment. In promising to sell not only high-fashion products but an exciting retail 'experience', Selfridges has marked itself out as a distinctive store in London, competing with high-fashion department stores like Liberty's and Harvey Nichols in London and internationally with stores like Barney's in New York. Since Selfridges occupies a unique place within UK retailing, and there are numerous arrangements for fashion buying in different stores, it is not possible to generalize all the findings to other fashion retailers. That said, at the most general level, I hope my research opens up questions for further research and suggests some theoretical directions for work in this area to take.
During the ethnographic fieldwork, I observed the whole range of processes involved in buying: merchandising meetings at the store, buyers' 'floor walks' around the shop-floor, meetings with suppliers, as well as following three buyers in different areas of the department on their 'buys' to studios around London, New York, Milan and Paris (17 buys in all). I also spent time observing buyers at fashion week in London, Paris and Milan during September and October 2002. The buyers observed were all in the business of buying 'own-bought' ranges as opposed to simply managing a concessions business. Own-bought ranges are owned by the store, constituting vital assets and, potentially at least, liabilities, if they don't sell. Two aspects can be noted about own-bought: first, it demands selection by buyers who have budgets of millions of pounds, and thus demands calculation of the market, and second, it is more valuable, as the margins are greater than in concessions, but the stakes are higher too, as the risk is carried entirely by the store. These issues of selection, calculation, value and risk are, indeed, central to the project, although not all of these are addressed in this article.
Mediating Production and Consumption: Fashion Buyers as Cultural Intermediaries?
Precisely what does it mean to say that buyers mediate between production and consumption? Are they, in fact, cultural intermediaries? While Bourdieu (1984) first refers to the 'new cultural intermediaries' as 'the producers of cultural programmes on television or radio or the critics of "quality" newspapers and magazines and all the writer journalists and journalist-writers' (Bourdieu, 1984: 323) , the term has been expanded of late to include an ever-widening band of cultural producers or 'tastemakers' in fields as wide as advertising (Nixon, 2003; Cronin, 2003 Cronin, , 2004 ), men's magazines (Crewe, 2003) , women's magazines (Gough-Yates, 2003) , pop music (Negus, 1999 (Negus, , 2002 and fashion design (Skov, 2002) . Although, as Hesmondhalgh (2002) argues, this expansion tends to conflate cultural intermediaries with the new petite bourgeoisie of which they are a part, there are good reasons for opening up the concept beyond its initial narrow range. This is not least because confusions in Bourdieu's own later analysis of the 'field of cultural production' would suggest the possibility of including those cultural workers involved in 'the production of the value of the work' (Bourdieu, 1993: 37) . Material production of the work of art, he suggests, is just one part of the production of culture; symbolic producers are required to bring art forward to the public and, in doing so, add value. So, just as the art trader brings to the marketplace works of art, adding value by virtue of selection and promotion, the fashion buyer brings clothing to the public eye, helping to produce or promote 'fashion', a characteristic of particular sorts of clothing that depends upon fluctuating, i.e. changing temporal and spatial, notions of value (for further discussion, see Entwistle, 2002) . Art traders and fashion buyers are, therefore, acting both as cultural agents, symbolically creating products with high cultural value and helping to shape and forge tastes in the process, and also, by necessity, economic agents as well, since their actions are orientated to a marketplace. As Fine and Leopold (1993) argue, distributors or 'middlemen' in the fashion industry -fashion buyers by another name -are crucial 'linchpins' in the fashion system, bringing products to market that would otherwise languish in factory storerooms (or indeed, never get designed or manufactured at all). Their selections are, therefore, the critical but invisible link between producers and consumers, yet with little analysis of their work we do not know how they buy what they buy, how they encounter products and suppliers, and how they select on behalf of their consumer(s). If, as I suggest, we consider their work as one of cultural mediation, this poses the question: what is it they mediate and how? Raising further questions highlights the problem: do they mediate actual garments, suppliers, consumers' needs/desires, the identity of brands, their own retail business, some general notion of fashion, particular trends or tastes, or some combination of all of these? To begin to answer these questions one must begin unpacking what buyers actually do and ask questions of the objects, processes and encounters that constitute their work. It is only by following these that we can begin to trace the links between production and consumption. As Appadurai (1986: 5) argues, 'we have to follow the things themselves, for their meanings are inscribed by their forms, their uses, their trajectories'. Following the buying process -part of the 'social life' of clothing -involves examining the ways in which clothing is exchanged between supplier and buyer and from buyer to consumer and, in the process, the qualification or valorization of goods/samples in a studio to products for consumption in a shop.
In the rest of the article, I want to focus on three points of exchange, three crucial encounters buyers have with products, suppliers and consumers. These encounters are the moments when buyers stand before the objects and agents critical to their buying work. They form the basis of 'multiple regimes of mediation ', a term Cronin (2004) uses to capture the more complex nature of cultural mediation. In her analysis of advertising agencies, Cronin (2004: 351) argues that 'the role of advertising practitioners as cultural intermediaries is not restricted to the translation or mediation between producers and consumers' but instead advertising practitioners are engaged in a range of mediations, for example, between the agency and client, and within the agency, which 'interlink, overlap and conflict with one another in complex ways' (Cronin, 2004: 352) . In a corollary to the overattention given to creatives, she explores the negotiations that take place between them and account managers and planners, and how the different discourses within the agency itself, and advertising in general, generate conflicts and tensions. Further, the role of ad agencies is not 'limited to channelling tastes in consumption or directing cultural change' (Cronin, 2004: 351) . This can be seen in the link between the identities of the agents themselves and the content of the ads they produce. Their work (on, for example, beer ads) often involves them drawing on their own identities and consumption practices, as, by and large, young, white, middle-class men, the result being the mediation (reproduction) of existing tastes and consumption practices (of young, white, middle-class men) as opposed to leading the cultural vanguard and forging new tastes. A similar point is made by Nixon (2003) in his analysis of advertising agents. This issue I return to later when discussing how buyers' taste might form part of their calculations of markets. Before doing so, I analyse the first of the three encounters, the buyer-product encounter, and describe and analyse what happens here.
Product Encounters
An essential part of buyers' work is the selection of products for the store on 'buys'. Ultimately, the aim of the buy is to encounter products (see also Skov, this issue, . Buys usually take place at a studio or showroom, where many possible garments are made available for inspection but not all can be chosen. Buyers arrive at buys with an 'open to buy' budget, which is an estimated amount of money to spend within their area, broken down by brand, determined by the merchandising 'plan'. The 'plan' is the outcome of formal and informal processes in-store (last season's sales, discussions with buyers and forecasts). With this 'plan' in mind, buyers examine the sample garments on display. The mechanisms of display seem to fall into two sorts. The first is a presentation on the part of a representative, who brings out the collection in segments and displays them on hangers, pointing to pertinent features, such as fabric detailing or colour. This was most common in the US and serves as a mediating encounter between product and buyer, with the rep attempting to assert their definition of the product, possibly to influence the buyer's decisions. During the presentation, the rep qualifies the product, rendering its features as attractive, desirable, 'this season', often referring to how well received it has been with other buyers. The second method involves the buyer moving through the rails herself, selecting garments, Current Sociology Vol. 54 No. 5 often hanging them on another rail. Here the rep stands back but is available to answer questions or arrange for the fit model to display selected samples. Callon et al.'s (2005: 31) distinction between the good and the product is useful for understanding what happens during this encounter. While the good 'implies a degree of stablization of the characteristics associated with it', the product emerges out of a process, the outcome of 'production, circulation and consumption'. In other words, products are generated through the actions by economic agents who shape, transform and qualify them, whereas the good is 'a moment in that never-ending process' when its qualities are momentarily abstracted in order to be examined. The studio samples are like goods -temporarily stabilized entities with characteristics that can be examined and 'tested'. However, while Callon et al. (2005: 32) recognize 'that agreement on the characteristics is sometimes, in fact, often difficult to achieve', their analysis would appear to describe a linear process, whereby a good is translated into a product along the chain or network of economic agents in its design, production, distribution and consumption. However, examining what happens during the encounter in the studio, between buyer/product/rep, it is apparent that the situation is more complex and non-linear, where different agents face one another with competing definitions of the good's qualities. The presentation method was unpopular with one buyer precisely because it did not allow direct engagement with the product. She wanted to touch and feel the garment and the freedom to riffle through the collection quickly rather than listen to an entire presentation, which, in the case of one brand, was filled with fussy jumpers she dismissed as 'far too Bavarian' and had no intention of buying, despite the best efforts of the sales rep to talk up the product. Here, we might requalify Callon et al.'s qualification process by referring to the two-way mediation taking place between rep and buyer. During such presentations, this particular buyer often fed back her experiences of the product, telling reps that qualities they defined as good were, in fact, not going to sell. She frequently told reps and designers 'I can't sell racer-back tops' because of the 'braproblem' (i.e. women have to forego their bra or display unsightly straps). It would seem, then, that the good's qualities may be stabilized temporarily in the studio, just not necessarily in the same way by different agents.
This encounter is, first and foremost, a sensual one. Buyers set about examining the garment's features -its shape, colour and other tactile qualities. The testing can take numerous forms -touching, feeling and examining the sample on a hanger, observing it on a fit model, or indeed, by actually trying the garment on if no model is available. In studios without fit models, I was often asked to model the samples and give my opinion on their qualities. Some qualities automatically dismissed samples (racer-backs, for example). Further, some products always demanded testing -jeans for example -which the denim-wear buyer said must be seen. So, while some suppliers in the US, where she buys the majority of her jeans, do monthly 'drops', sending out cards showing new products, this constituted 'blind shopping'. Jeans, she noted, could not be bought this way, as they have to be seen, felt and worn, the main qualities of selection being their fit on the body and detailing in the fabricfor example, 'distressing', 'whiskers' (tiny lines around the crotch and knee) and wash -all of which cannot be reproduced faithfully in twodimensional form. The encounter with the product is, therefore, a direct, face-to-face one in which the buyer stands in front of the object and inspects it. On one buy, comprising garments variously described in colour terms as 'parchment', 'sand', 'pebble', 'alabaster' and 'stone', another buyer became increasingly confused, unable to differentiate. Indeed, she requested a quick run through the next day to clarify these colours, asking for the differences to be explained/displayed yet again so she could be sure of her decisions. The fact that this was an early autumn/winter buy in the US -the so-called 'Cruise' collection -and the colours were largely pale, summery ones, also lay heavily on her mind, with her describing to the rep the effects of such pale colours on the pallid complexions of white skin in the middle of November when the light would be failing. (Here, the buyer would seem to be assuming the consumer for this product is Caucasian, although she did note how such colours would look great on black skin.) These characteristics of colour were, to her, a real problem for how the whole range would look in the store and, ultimately, a threat to its saleability. She bought the odd item in 'banana' just 'to add a bit of colour' and 'interest' to the area.
Testing is also about other, external, characteristics of seasonality, fashionability and availability. As Callon et al. (2005) note, factors of time and space are part of the testing process, and buyers bear such considerations in mind. They ask about the delivery slot of all the products and this is critical to selectablity. If something is to arrive either too early or too late in the season it may not be suitable. An early slot means either problems of space in the storeroom or its arrival on the shop-floor ahead of season where it will quickly lose its value as 'new' and 'fashionable'.
This process of examining garments sets in motion the journey of good to product. Once tested, products are set against other products in the wider universe of commodities. As Callon et al. (2005: 29) suggest, all markets are about classification: economic agents, such as buyers, 'devote a large share of their resources to positioning the goods they design, produce, distribute or consume, in relation to others'. Buyers have to establish where this product will sit in relation to the others they have seen or may see, quite literally spatializing it, visualizing the actual space it will be accorded on the shop-floor, as well as situating it within the overall universe of similar products that might be bought in stores along Oxford Street. If it looks like something Top Shop (a popular UK fashion retailer) might do for a third of the price, it may be rejected. There is no substitute for this direct encounter with the product. Just as promotional images from suppliers do not sell jeans, CD-Roms and internet are not about to replace the buy either. When, after September 11, buyers were unable to go to New York, as Fashion Week was cancelled, a whole collection was bought on CD-Rom and proved to be a total failure, much of it ending up on the sales rack at the end of the season.
What is being mediated in this interaction? One supposed feature of cultural intermediaries is their role as arbiters and mediators of taste, responsible for introducing the public to new tastes. However, this is too linear and simplistic to describe what happens in the processes of fashion buying. The mediation may appear straightforward -the garment moves from studio to shop-floor -but more is being mediated than the clothes themselves. Clothes are selected by buyers on the basis of a myriad of concerns that combine the properties of the object -the good -with other elements that determine its value. Taste and trends or fashionability are also in the mix of elements being mediated in and through this encounter. Further, while in the product-buyer encounter the flow would appear one-directional -the inanimate object/good chosen by buyer -it is the product's sensual qualities that partly determine the outcome of selection. Thus, the encounter is more interactive since buyers do not simply bring to the studio their own, predetermined ideas about products and taste and select on the basis of these. Instead, their ideas and tastes are actively shaped, indeed heavily influenced by what they encounter in studios on buys. In other words, products assert themselves upon buyers and influence their decisions: as one buyer put it, 'you do end up being influenced by what you're buying, you end up liking it more'. An interaction, an active mediation, takes place between buyer and product. Indeed, buyers can be so heavily influenced by their encounters with the products they buy that it shapes their taste and consumption habits. Two of the buyers were most emphatic about the ways in which their taste develops out of encounters with product markets they work within, one describing how she has progressively 'moved up market' in her consumption and taste as a result of buying high-end designer clothes; indeed, her taste moved into high-end designer denim as a direct result of buying it for the store. Another described how her experience of buying products in the Middle East shaped her taste in ways she felt uncomfortable:
. . . in some cases it's the product that [changes] the individual. I mean, I used to buy for the Middle Eastern market, and after I'd been there about four and a half years, and I started to wear lots of gold, I thought, 'No, it's time for me to move on!' I'd never worn gold in my life! (Emphasis added) Taste would, therefore, seem to be a dynamic force, forged out of ongoing relationships and encounters with product markets. Indeed, the metaphor of network would seem to capture these encounters quite aptly, as Callon et al. (2005: 31) note:
The product (considered as a sequence of transformations) describes, in both senses of the term, the different networks coordinating the actors involved in its design, production, distribution and consumption. The product singles out the agents and binds them together and, reciprocally, it is the agents that, by adjustment, iteration and transformation, define its characteristics. (Emphasis added) This 'binding' of product and agency, their networking, captures the ways in which buyers, such as the ones mentioned earlier, talked of their connections and relationships to products and the subtle ways in which product markets worked on and through them. In this way, taste is not something buyers impose on markets but emerges out of active engagement between buyer and products, and so too with other features, such as the store's taste, discussed in my account of supplier encounters later.
The qualification of products does not stop at their selection in the studio. Buyers (along with merchandisers) mediate the goods' entry onto the shop-floor and are active in qualifying it on its journey. All products come with an assortment of meanings and values; none more so than big brands and designer labels, whose identities have to be carefully managed and negotiated vis-a-vis the interests of both the brand and the store. These meanings and associations are added to in the process of their arrival on the shop-floor and journey to the consumer. Fashion buyers are involved in placement of products on the shop-floor -discussing where new and established labels should be situated. As Callon et al. (2005 : 36, citing Cochoy, 2002 suggest, product identities are derived 'against a background of similitude' and one way to manage the identities of products on offer is 'the establishment of a socio-cognitive arrangement that situates the different products in relation to one another: a particular point on the shelf; packaging' (Callon et al., 2005: 36) . The contemporary wear fashion buyer for the über-fashionable area, known in the department as the 'Testtube', described how she introduced new and 'cutting-edge' labels by careful placement next to highly visible and known brands. Indeed, she saw her role as instructive, almost pedagogic, in educating customers in this area as to the newest labels. However, she noted also how she could rely on the 'trust' that customers have in Selfridges: they will assume a new label is 'hot' by virtue of its very selection.
The pedagogic role of store placement is illustrated by the arrival of a 'cult' denim brand whose identity was confirmed, or requalified, by its placement in the 'Test-tube' area of contemporary wear, as opposed to the usual location of jeans in the casual wear area. Thus, the jeans' 'cult' status was requalified through its spatial location on the shop-floor. However, as the buyer for the area noted, all products have a 'life-span' and she expects that this jeans label will eventually 'migrate' to the casual wear area: 'a lot of products have migrated from contemporary into casual wear . . . once they're not as cutting-edge any more, once they become a bit more established, [they] can easily migrate to casual wear'. Indeed, threeand-a-half years after their arrival in the store these new jeans did move and a new 'cult' jeans label took their place in the contemporary area. The qualification process of products is, therefore, never ending, right through to the eventual demise of long-held labels that have to be 'culled' when deemed 'wrong' for the store. Thus, in contrast to the goods in the studio, with their temporarily stabilized qualities, products have a 'life-span' and qualities that are constantly qualified and requalified. This is especially true in the fast-paced world of women's fashions, fashionability, by very definition, is about the incessant search for and construction of the 'new'.
Supplier Encounters
While buyers have to look 'upstream' (White, 2002) towards production, examining their encounters with suppliers complicates the idea that buyers straightforwardly mediate between production and consumption. In the realm of high fashion, some suppliers are big name brands headed by a single, known (famous) designer, often designing under their own name, as in the case of Muccia Prada for Prada and Mui Mui or Marc Jacobs. Other suppliers are famous brands with anonymous designers, as in the case of Max Mara or Theory. For the most part, big names in the business do not appear at buys and leave the selling of their products to representatives. Indeed, out of a total of 17 buys observed, the designer was only present at two of them. The majority of buys are conducted by representatives of the designer or independent studios acting on behalf of a number of designers (and something of the work these reps do on the buy has already been discussed). Thus, as Negus (2002) argues, between production and consumption lie numerous gaps that are not necessarily plugged by cultural intermediaries or that are plugged by anonymous agents whose work tends to fall outside the usual definition of cultural intermediary and who remain invisible as a result. Since rarely do they meet the garment makers or designers themselves and may, therefore, know little of the origins of the clothing they select, buyers' role is not one of direct articulation or mediation of production, at least not in the normal run of things. One buyer involved in the store's annual promotion event (which was 'Bollywood' in 2002) had spent some time in India directly sourcing designers, even helping them translate their designs for western consumers. This is, however, a rare occurrence.
Nevertheless, even if the encounter with producers is mediated, how buyers source products and manage relationships with suppliers is critical to their store's success. In recent years, research has tended to argue that large retailers are in powerful positions to exert influence over suppliers, in terms of design, price and quality of products (e.g. Gardner and Sheppard, 1989; Crewe and Davenport, 1992; Wrigley and Lowe, 2002) . While major multiples like M&S are able to do this very successfully, and it is common in the supermarket business, this pattern may not necessarily be repeated across all sectors of fashion retail. Selfridges is not a multiple equivalent in size to M&S, and this must be factored into the findings, but my research would seem to point to a picture of supplier-retailer relations and flows of influence and power that are quite complex.
The transformation of Selfridges' market identity coordinated by Vittorio Radice, from old-fashioned department store to 'cutting-edge' retail experience and high-fashion shop, depended upon the securing of contracts with leading fashion brands who had not and would not trade with them under their old image. Big brands are especially protective of their image and need this requalified by retailers with an image, or taste level, that is similar. For this reason, suppliers can be very picky about who they trade with. Again, if we ask, what is mediated in the interaction between suppliers (or their reps) and buyers, it would seem that it is more than the clothes themselves. The Selfridges brand, newly invigorated, had first to be sold to designers before the designers would sell to the store. Thus, Radice's strategy had to be implemented by buyers (supported by the Fashion Office, which is responsible for fashion direction and the store's image) who were 'out there' looking at products. Critical to their work was not only knowing the right brands to bring in, but being able to secure relationships by getting suppliers to agree to sell to them. What had to be mediated in those initial encounters (not observed as they took place several years before the fieldwork, but referred to by the buyers) was the new image of Selfridges as 'fashion-forward' or 'cutting-edge'. Buyers had to convince some brands of the value of Selfridges; this new image was transferred or mediated by the buyers themselves in their face-to-face encounters with suppliers. This means not only interactions with agents on behalf of the suppliers, but at industry events. Along with the head of the Fashion Office, buyers are the public face of the retail practice at industry events, such as the bi-annual fashion weeks (Entwistle and Rocamora, 2006) and have to, quite literally, embody the new, high-fashion image.
There is, therefore, a requirement on the part of buyers to 'look the part', which depends upon having the appropriate cultural capital, in the form of knowledge of fashion trends, brands and names in the business and which is embodied as 'fashion capital' (Entwistle and Rocamora, 2006) in terms of wearing fashionable clothes, having a sense of 'style' and appropriate high-fashion taste. Just as buyers' taste seems to merge with the product markets they work within, it is also a product of merging with that of Selfridges', becoming hybridized in the process: their bodies are obviously part of their personal identity and style, but through it they come to embody, and thus mediate, the store's identity. This merging is set in motion first by their recruitment. Buyers are chosen by the store for their embodied capital: they all had, without exception, an appropriate body for fashion (slim, youngish, attractive, 'stylish'). Once inside the business, these capacities, in the form of 'aesthetic labour' (Nickson et al., 2001; Warhurst et al., 2000) , are shaped by their interactions with the store (as well as with the products they encounter, as discussed earlier). Thus, in meetings with suppliers, it is not just the supplier's products that are mediated to the store, but the store's identity or taste to the supplier.
Further evidence of the ways in which Selfridges has to mediate itself to suppliers was provided by the buyers who referred to brands they had courted for some seasons before finally securing them, suggesting that the model of retailers as controlling supply is not true in all cases. Suppliers can and do limit the flow of their products, developing exclusive arrangements with some stores, for example, to protect the value of their products. Big brands are very protective of their product and image and have the power to make demands, as to how their products are sold, displayed and marked down. However, these relationships are varied and dependent on the power of the brand, with smaller labels and new designers having little influence compared to big brands and established designers who are well positioned to exert some considerable influence in their negotiations. Once top brands are established in the store, buyers describe how they enter into complex social relationships that have to be very carefully and diplomatically handled. In designer wear, brands are big and prestigious and diplomacy is essential to deal with what are described by the head of women's wear, as the various 'political' matters that may arise. Sometimes there can be 'conversations lasting a year' to get new arrangements with major designers set up. Considerations of market distribution, geographical location and relationship to other distributors, as well as the reputation of the store, are important to whether or not a designer decides to supply the store. Thus, in their interactions with suppliers, buyers not only mediate the clothes produced by brands, but the identities and images that these big brands bring with them. Part of what happens in the mediation of branded clothing is the qualification of those brands' very identities and a virtuous circle of value has to be established. The brands bring in high-value products, the identities of which are reconfirmed or qualified by their very selection and by such things as their placement on the shop-floor. In turn, Selfridges' identity as a high-fashion store is confirmed and qualified (see Aspers [2005] and Entwistle [2002] on aesthetic markets).
Customer Encounters
The first thing to note about customer encounters is that buyers rarely, if ever, meet their customers directly, at least, not in the way they meet/encounter products and suppliers (touching, feeling, talking to them). While there are ways in which some stores might try to talk to their customers (via 'focus groups' for example), the buyers and managers at Selfridges pride themselves on not using such formal knowledge systems, relying instead on 'gut instinct' and 'assumptions', as the buyers frequently put it (see also Aspers, this issue, . However, even the Selfridges buyers use various forms of formal information, alongside 'gut instinct'. Thus, there are numerous ways in which buyers encounter consumers, albeit in highly mediated ways. First, they rely heavily on merchandising statistics, which tell them what consumers were buying last week, month, season, and in what number. In terms of the mediation between buyer and customer, these data provide an 'interface' -i.e. it is an artificial object -'the organisation of data by one system for communication with another' (Lury, 2004: 49) through which buyers interact with customers and learn of their evaluations of products. These statistics are important to weekly and seasonal calculations of stock (when to hold sales, what markdowns might be needed, for example) and ultimately help form part of the plan and 'open to buy' for the next season. However, even these statistics have to be interpreted or qualified at weekly and monthly meetings. These can be according to the perceived qualities of the product itself, such as when a jeans brand not doing too well is described as not having enough of a 'fashion element', or when external factors like poor weather, staffing problems and shop-floor location are used to account for low sales volume. Raw data on the product are, therefore, constantly digested and qualified and used as an imperfect guide to assessing customer evaluations of products. Since this picture is historic, it does not allow one to predict ahead with total certainty: as one buyer put it, 'you can't buy by numbers, you can't buy exactly what you bought the season before, not at this level of the market'. The range of decisions that buyers must make within the 'open to buy' are numerous: out of the entire collection, the buyers have to choose what styles fit their customer profile, decide what numbers, colours and sizes to purchase. They may return from a buy having underspent because it was a poor collection and some contingency is built into the process, with buyers able to hold back monies for the odd new label they might come across on their trips.
Another important, mediated encounter with the customer(s) is the weekly 'floor walk', when buyers meet the shop-floor manager and walk through the floor, discussing products, sales and customer feedback. Shop-floor staff obviously encounter customers daily and are in a position to mediate customer impressions and experiences of products. This mediated encounter with the customer may be supplemented with buyers' own observations on the shop-floor. Indeed, as part of a discussion about my research, during a taxi-ride between buys in Paris, after I used the term 'interface', my buyer went on to use the term herself: the 'shop-floor is my interface, the eyes and ears' that gave her access to her customer(s).
Thus, buying knowledge accumulates through some combination of formal merchandising knowledge, and intuition, or 'gut feeling', as well as from an ongoing engagement with products, markets and customers. One buyer noted how it might take a while -a few seasons -to feel confident about what one is buying. She described how she found it hard, at first, to differentiate between products on some buys and feel confident with her buying decisions. Experience and regular contact with products are what establish a link to the customer, a picture of whom builds up in due course. Many of the buyers could describe, in close detail, their consumers in terms of taste, lifestyle and shopping habits. These idealtype customers or 'virtual' consumers (Carrier and Miller, 1998) were often personified and given names, 'West End girl' or even, 'Shobbian', or 'Dorian' (the latter two are characters from a popular UK comedy series). As a picture, or the character of the ideal consumer emerges, it becomes possible for buyers to make decisions based on an understanding of customer expectations: for example, a pair of trousers by a 'conceptual designer' may seem 'difficult', but 'actually, that's what that customer of that designer expects'. Thus, buyers depend upon 'skill and judgement in saying, "Well, I think, knowing my customers as I do, I think they will go here, or they will go there"' (see also Kawamura, this issue, .
Merchandising data and floor walks provide the opportunity for a mediated encounter with the customer, and, here again, we might ask, what is mediated through these mediations? Is it merely customer 'demand' or taste? Obviously these encounters map, retrospectively, 'demand' but buyers do not, cannot, merely follow this, since 'demand' is too fluid to be captured entirely by what sold yesterday or last week. Tomorrow's 'supply' depends upon the active interpretation of this not from objective statistics, such as market research, but forged out of the experiential knowledge of the buyer drawing on her own taste culture: indeed, her experience as a consumer was as much part of the mix of calculations for the area, as was her identity as a professional buyer. Rather than illustrating some straightforward, abstract notion of demand, it might be seen, in part, as the store setting out to 'capture' particular sorts of consumers it feels are appropriate to its brand image.
Indeed, demand-led explanations do not explain why the store decided to cull a large number of brands on the third floor. This coincided with the redesigning of the entire floor, which had begun to look 'tired' in comparison to the high-energy visual impact generated on the first and second floors. Somewhere in the region of 30 brands were 'culled' from the floor, some of them brands perceived not to be 'working' in terms of the store's newly formed, high-fashion market position. In the process, the store realized it might 'lose', or 'detach' customers, just as it may have lost some loyal customers in its redesigning of the casual wear area on the second floor a couple of years previously. However, while entirely redeveloping the area might alienate an older, less fashion-conscious customer, the development was part of the ongoing strategy to configure, or requalify, the store as 'cutting-edge' and 'fashion-forward'. Again, it did not emerge directly from either any formal, abstract notion of customer demand, or market research, not only because the culture of the store did not place particular emphasis upon such knowledge, but because this demand is not 'out there' waiting to be captured, but is actively configured, interpreted, managed and, ultimately, tested. That the other areas had been so successful and the identity of Selfridges as a highfashion store was now well established provided enough basis upon which to proceed with this development.
Conclusion
In contrast to the other two encounters, the buyer-customer encounter is a highly mediated one since buyers do not confront consumers directly. However, this meeting is critical and returns us to the central issue in all markets, raised in the Introduction, of 'attachment'. The ability of buyers to know what products to purchase, actively calculating taste in the process, is critical to Selfridges' ability to capture -'attach' -customers and, thus, carve out a place for itself in the marketplace. Assuming that buyers either shape or follow demand oversimplifies the processes of fashion buying, which are fluidly forged out of the encounters buyers have with products, suppliers and consumers. So, while buyers have to develop a 'virtual consumer' (Carrier and Miller, 1998) , often buying things they personally do not like, they do not merely 'meet demand', as
Entwistle The Cultural Economy of Fashion Buying a common-sense view of them might suggest. On the other hand, the degree of influence they exert over markets and tastes should not be overemphasized. While early literature accords cultural intermediaries some considerable influence in directing or shaping taste (Bourdieu, 1984; Featherstone, 1991) , in my analysis of the encounters between buyers, products, suppliers and consumers, I suggest that the flows of influence are more complex than this.
For this reason, the qualification process described by Callon et al. (2005) , although useful in some respects, has limitations because it would seem to suggest a linear flow of objects and influences along the chain from production to consumption. However, using Cronin's (2004) 'multiple regimes of mediation' affords the possibility of analysing the multidirectional flows of objects and mediations. If, as I have argued, alongside the clothes themselves, taste is also mediated in buying encounters, it is not to be seen as a priori -as something belonging either to consumers or buyers, with one or other driving the buying process -but as a hybrid or networked creation, forged out of the negotiations, or mediations, between buyers and consumers in conjunction with the interactions taking place between buyers and products, buyers and suppliers and, indeed, buyers and the store itself. In other words, buyers do not always lead or forge tastes or merely 'follow the customer' slavishly, but some negotiation, or mediation, between them occurs. Ongoing encounters with products, suppliers, consumers and, indeed, the commercial culture of the store itself, would appear to provide the basis for market calculations.
